PROCEDURE IN CABINET

those who complain do not distinguish between the Cabinet work of
ministers and their work in other capacities, and, secondly, that they
usually arise during periods of political pressure. An agenda of fifteen
items, every one of which has been carefully prepared, is not usually
too long for a committee meeting of 2 hours. Experienced ministers are
accustomed to rapid decisions. If the subject-matter is really contro-
versial and has not been properly discussed beforehand, reference to
a committee is an obvious expedient, and it is an expedient which is
often adopted. But where there has been a full exploration of the
ground, either inter-departmentally or in committee, a long debate ought
not to be necessary. Where the point is one of real political importance,
it may have been discussed informally by the leading ministers. The
complaints arose chiefly immediately after the war of 1914-18, when
the scope and variety of problems were alike enormous, during the
Labour Governments, and between 1935 and 1939.

We may put aside as wholly exceptional the problems of the two
post-war periods. Also, no system of government can cope adequately
with a situation such as that of 1935-6, when the Italo-Abyssinian
conflict, the denunciation of the Locarno Treaty, the expansion of the
defence services, the settlement of the Dardanelles question, the nego-
tiations with Egypt, and the approval of Unemployment Assistance
Regulations, all had to be settled almost at the same time. It is more
instructive to consider the experience of the earlier Labour Govern-
ments. Undoubtedly, a party which comes newly to power, with a mass
of general proposals for social reform, must necessarily be called upon
to do more work than a party which has been in power, with short
intervals, for a long period, and which does not propose radical reforms.
Also, the social and economic difficulties which the Labour Govern-
ment of 1929-31 had to face were greater than those of any Government
since 1922. That Government came into power just after the top of the
boom had been reached, and world economic and, therefore, political
conditions were rapidly deteriorating. Further, the Labour Govern-
ments had no majority in the House of Commons, and they had to face
the opposition of the House of Lords to all their more important legis-
lative proposals. Possibly, too, the difficulties of the Labour ministers
were aggravated by their own inexperience. Few of them had had
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